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Abstract 
The Awakening is one of the masterpieces of Kate Chopin, a famous American 
female writer in the late 19th century. Since publication, the novel had been 
experiencing controversial criticism for a long time before it was reexamined and 
finally gained recognition and praise. Many scholars have analyzed and studied The 
Awakening from different perspectives. This thesis focuses on the death ending, based 
on Lu Yang and Yan Xianglin’s theories of Death Aesthetics, making an in-depth and 
meticulous exploration of the novel to analyze the inevitability and the aesthetic value 
of the protagonist Edna’s death, so that readers could have a better understanding of 
the meaning of the novel’s ending and the author’s superb narrative techniques. 
Meanwhile, this thesis intends to enrich the relevant studies on The Awakening and 
Kate Chopin’s works on the basis of the previous research. 
This thesis includes five parts: The Introduction presents Kate Chopin and The 
Awakening, a review of the studies of The Awakening at home and abroad, as well as a 
brief survey of death aesthetics and the research objectives and the main argument of 
this paper. In the first chapter, the factors contributing to Edna’s death and its 
inevitability are analyzed in detail. The second and the third chapters focus on the two 
moments of death aesthetics: the external moment (the character aims to accomplish 
certain self-realization by death); the internal moment (the creator, the author, aims to 
realize artistic or aesthetic value through the death narrative). Through the analysis, it 
comes to the following conclusions: Firstly, many factors have led to the death of 
Edna, including the direct reason (the disillusionment of love); the internal reason 
(Edna’s disassociation of personality); and the external reason (the perplexities Edna 
is confronting in her awakening process, as well as the pressure from the social and 
family milieu in the patriarchy). Secondly, the death ending is inevitable, and it is 
Edna’s freewill choice. For Edna, it is both a triumph and a defeat; it is an integration 
of her body and soul, a success for her pursuit of freedom; and it is also an escape  
from the reality, a result of being unable to conquer the perplexities in the reality. Last 
but not least, such arrangement for the novel’s ending has a certain degree of 
rationality and aesthetic value. Through the death narrative, the author narrates the 
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value of life and existence by means of death, creates the sublimation of the spirit and 
the soul of the character in the novel. Besides, it is an inspiration for women’s pursuit 
of independence and freedom, as well as a warning to the plight of feminism. 
Key Words: Kate Chopin; The Awakening; Death Narrative; Death Aesthetics 
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摘 要 
《觉醒》是 19 世纪末美国著名女作家凯特·肖邦的代表作之一。该小说从
问世至今经历了饱受非议，到被重新审视，最终受到肯定与赞扬的旅程。众多学
者从不同角度对《觉醒》进行了解析与研究。本文以死亡结局为切入点，以陆阳
及颜翔林的死亡美学理论为基础，深入细致地探讨《觉醒》中女主角艾德娜死亡
的必然性以及美学价值，从而使读者能更清晰地理解小说结局的意义以及作者精
湛的叙事技巧，同时也在前人研究的基础上对有关《觉醒》以及凯特·肖邦作品
的研究做进一步的补充。 
本文分为五个部分：引言简要介绍凯特·肖邦和小说《觉醒》，国内外对《觉
醒》的研究的综述，以及死亡美学理论的简要概况，同时说明本论文的研究目标
与主要论点。第一章详细分析导致艾德娜死亡的原因以说明其死亡是一种不可避
免的结局。第二章及第三章分别解析死亡审美价值的两个契机：外在契机（主人
公以自我的死亡去实现某种目的）；以及内在契机（创造者，即作者，以死亡叙
事为媒介来实现某种艺术目的或美学价值）。通过本论文的研究，得出以下结论：
首先，众多因素导致了艾德娜的死亡。包括直接原因（爱情幻想的破灭）；内在
原因（艾德娜自身分裂的人格）；以及外在原因（艾德娜觉醒过程中面临的困境，
以及来自父权制下的社会大环境及家庭环境的压力）。其次，死亡结局是不可避
免的，它是艾德娜自由意志的选择。这种结局对于艾德娜而言，既是一种胜利，
又是一种失败。是肉体与灵魂的统一，是追求自由的最终胜利；同时也是对现实
困境的逃避，无法处理现实困境的结果。最后，作者对于小说结局的安排具有一
定的合理性及美学价值。通过死亡叙事，作者以死的形式叙述生的价值，使作品
中的人物得到了精神与灵魂的升华。同时，它是对女性追求独立、自由的鼓舞，
也是对女权主义所面临的困境的警示。 
    关键词：凯特·肖邦； 觉醒； 死亡叙事； 死亡美学 
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Introduction 
1.1 Literature Review of The Awakening 
Kate Chopin, born Katherine O’Flaherty, was a distinguished American woman 
writer in the late 19th century. Love, marriage, freedom, independence and 
individuality are always embodied in her works. She had different lifestyles 
throughout her life, and she put many of her observations on surroundings into words. 
Now, Kate Chopin is recognized both as a literary artist of the American realist 
movement and as a particularly significant commentator on the female experience 
(Zhu 76). Research projects, books or articles about Kate Chopin and her works are 
still coming out nowadays. Heather Ostman and Avis Hewitt, both English professors 
at American universities, formed The Kate Chopin International Society in 2004, 
providing a network and forum for the studies of Kate Chopin and her works. Many 
publishers are publishing Kate Chopin’s works especially The Awakening, as well as 
books about Chopin’s life and works, such as The Cambridge Companion to Kate 
Chopin (2008), edited by Janet Beer; Kate Chopin’s The Awakening (2008), edited by 
Harold Bloom; Kate Chopin in the Twenty-first Century: New Critical Essays (2008), 
edited by Heather Ostman; Critical Insights: The Awakening (2014), edited by Robert 
C. Evans. Chinese scholar Wan Xuemei’s monograph Beauty in Love and Death—An 
Aesthetic Reading of Kate Chopin’s Works (2012) also enriches the studies on Kate 
Chopin and her works.  
The Awakening, published in 1899, has been generating a mixed reaction from 
readers as well as a tremendous number of negative remarks because of the audacious 
descriptions about women’s sense of sexuality, marital infidelity and individuality 
which are regarded to be against the social norms and too far ahead of their time. The 
novel centers on the heroine Edna Pontellier and her struggling efforts for her own 
identity and life by refusing to be a submissive wife and a responsible mother. She is a 
woman of the middle class with two children and begins to think about her identity 
and self-fulfillment after six years’ marriage. The plot of the novel mainly focuses on 
Edna’s awakening process in sensuous, sexual, social and spiritual aspects. She has 
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finally reached her self-awakening and realized her position in the universe as an 
individual, but also acknowledged that she is doomed to be a solitary soul, thus she 
commits suicide in the sea in the end.   
 Although it was never technically banned, The Awakening had suffered a lot of 
negative press comments when published. The Mirror argues that “... what an ugly, 
cruel, loathsome monster Passion can be...”; the Chicago Times calls it “sex fiction” 
and not a pleasant story; The Outlook says that the story is not really worth telling; the 
review from Literature calls it “a vulgar story”; the Los Angeles Sunday Times 
remarks, it is “unhealthily introspective and morbid”, and regards a woman like Edna 
as a “fool woman” since she “learns nothing by experience and has not a large enough 
circle of vision to see beyond her own immediate desires” (Culley 162-170). Such 
comments are too many to numerate piece by piece. However, some critics still 
appreciate the artistry of the story and approve of Chopin’s narrative skills. Elbe 
comments that The Awakening has “the excellent structure, the individualistic 
language in many ways”, and “it can be called a modern novel” (Elbe 9).   
From the 1950s, American critics began to revalue The Awakening and realized it 
is a significant novel. Per Seyersted’s The Complete Works of Kate Chopin (1969) and 
Kate Chopin: A Critical Biography (1969) bring new resources to the research of Kate 
Chopin. From then on, many scholars and critics analyze Chopin’s works and revalue 
The Awakening from various aspects and theories, such as psychology, linguistics, 
new historicism, deconstruction, reader’s response theory, etc. In the 1980s, the 
themes and styles in The Awakening have been accepted, thus the novel has become 
one of the western canons (Wan 156). Many universities put The Awakening on their 
required reading lists, and the number of academic theses about The Awakening has 
been increasing.  
In China, the literary circles didn’t pay much attention to The Awakening until 
the 1980s. Theories and research perspectives tend to be profound and various since 
1996, and there seems to be a blooming trend of research in the 21st century (Li Xin 
37). There have been plenty of studies about Kate Chopin and The Awakening, as well 
as debated views on the protagonist Edna’s death, but few of them try to explore the 
death ending through a deep and profound analysis. Therefore, this thesis intends to 
enrich the relevant studies on The Awakening and Kate Chopin’s works on the basis of 
the previous research, from the perspective of Death Aesthetics. 
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1.2 Brief Introduction of Death Aesthetics 
Death is not only a biological phenomenon, but also a phenomenon of culture, 
psychology and mentality, which constitutes an eternal topic of philosophy and art 
(Yan 25). It is also a topic of aesthetics because, as Jin Dao You Xin says, “death is 
the highest aesthetic proposition” (Yan 42). The query for the value of existence has 
been a long-standing topic. The image of death has also been presented frequently by 
the artists, poets, and philosophers in all ages and cultures. There has been 
Thanatology long ago in the western theories about death. In modern philosophy, 
scholars and philosophers such as Heidegger, Sartre, Schopenhauer and Nietzsche 
provide profound theories about existence and death in the perspectives of philosophy. 
In China, from the ancient times, poets like Qu Yuan and philosophers like Zhuang 
Tzu had also showed great interests in the image of death as the pioneers of the 
discussion about existence and death. The probe into the values of life and the 
transcendence of death is still going on.   
In China, before 2000, though lots of literary works or views concern death, few 
systematic monographs discuss the death aesthetics theoretically and thoroughly. 
Then Chinese scholar Yan Xianglin’s monograph Death Aesthetics as well as Lu 
Yang’s Aesthetics of Death (first published as Chinese and Western Aesthetics of 
Death) provide significant reference resources for the interpretation of death in the 
perspective of aesthetics. Professor Yan Xianglin’s Death Aesthetics is also considered 
as the first monograph in China to analyze the death aesthetics systematically (Zhang 
Hui 122). By reading their books, I have gained a better understanding of the value of 
death narratives in literature. Therefore, the theories and viewpoints in their 
monographs provide me with a theoretical framework in the interpretation of 
Chopin’s The Awakening.  
The significance of Aesthetics to death doesn’t only lie in providing a certain 
theoretical definition about death, but in the revelation of the concept of the instant 
and the eternal, and the presentation of the value of existence through the image of 
death. Yan Xianglin considers the image of death in art as a “significant language or 
symbol”; and even the simplest description of death will present its “sense” (147). It 
is not difficult to see such viewpoint in painting, music or architecture. Compared 
with other types of art, literature has its advantage of using language to express 
directly the narration and sense of death, to present the author’s perspectives toward 
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life and death as well as the theme of the work so as to communicate with readers 
through written language. In literature, the image of death is often considered the 
sublimation of the spirit and the soul; it is a kind of beauty which represents spiritual 
and poetic existence in the artists’ eyes. In Lu Yang’s view, the aesthetics of death has 
two moments: the first moment is that death could present some value of truth and 
benevolence; the second moment is that the aesthetic value of the image and the 
action of death can be emphasized through the art (45-50). Yan Xianglin also pays 
attention to the purposes of the death narrative in literature. He says that there are two 
purposes of death aesthetics: the external one (the protagonist’s intention); and the 
internal one (the creator’s artistic achievement) (48). Generally, it is not death itself 
that the author emphasizes in the creation of the literary work. The most significant 
meaning in the death narrative is the value of existence. “Death is the final place of 
spiritual activities” (Yan 12). Through the experience of defeat, people are bound to 
learn to cherish the hope in their hearts; through the experience of death (in literature), 
people tend to reexamine the value of life. 
As to the way of death, both Yan Xianglin and Lu Yang have a profound 
discussion in their books. Yan Xianglin divides ways of death into three types, 
including homicide, suicide and natural death, and views suicide as a cruel way to 
protect life’s dignity (Yan 199-202). Lu Yang discusses The Suicide Guide for the 
Gentleman in an ironic way to express subtly his viewpoint on suicide and stress the 
analysis on the authors’ suicide in all ages.   
1.3 Outline of The Thesis 
Based theoretically on Chinese scholar Lu Yang’s monograph Aesthetics of 
Death and Yan Xianglin’s Death Aesthetics, this thesis focuses on Edna’s death 
ending, analyzing the inevitability and the aesthetic value of her death so as to provide 
readers with a better understanding of the meaning of The Awakening’s ending and the 
author’s superb narrative techniques. Through the analysis, I figure out that the death 
ending of the novel has its significant meaning and value in narrative and aesthetics. 
Such arrangement has a certain degree of rationality for it both meets readers’ 
expectation and reaches the aesthetic effects. Edna’s death is inevitable, and there are 
distinct indications for her death ending throughout the whole text. For Edna, it is 
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both a triumph and a defeat; besides, her behavior is an inspiration for women’s 
pursuit of independence and freedom, as well as a warning to the plight of feminism. 
It will be discussed in detail in the following chapters: 
Chapter One analyzes in detail the reasons for Edna’s death and its inevitability. 
Many factors have led to the death of Edna, including the direct reason (the 
disillusionment of love); the internal reason (Edna’s disassociation of personality); 
and the external reason (the perplexities Edna is confronting in her awakening process, 
as well as the pressure from the social and family milieu in the patriarchy).  
Chapter Two focuses on the external moment of death aesthetics--the character’s 
aim to accomplish certain self-realization by death and argues that the suicide ending 
is Edna’s freewill choice. For Edna, the ending is both a triumph and a defeat; it is an 
integration of her body and soul, a success for her pursuit of freedom; and it is also an 
escape from the reality, a result of being unable to conquer the perplexities in the 
reality.   
Chapter Three analyzes the internal moment (the creator, the author, aims to 
realize artistic or aesthetic value through death narrative). The author uses superb 
skills to arrange the death narrative. The implications of the destructive ending are 
discovered throughout the text, which illustrates that the death ending is not an 
incidental event. Through the death narrative, the author narrates the value of life and 
existence by means of death, and creates the sublimation of the spirit and the soul of 
the character in the novel. Besides, it is an inspiration for women’s pursuit of 
independence and freedom, as well as a warning to the plight of feminism.   
In the end, the Conclusion makes a summary of the whole thesis and reviews the 
main arguments of the study. 
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Chapter One  Factors Contributing to Edna’s Death 
In Lu Yang’s view in his book Aesthetics of Death, suicide is a disposing 
capacity of life on the highest level; for human beings, different from animals, suicide 
is definitely the willing behavior out of self-consciousness. Lots of motives, such as 
despair toward life, loss of love, liberation from misery, or sacrifice for faith, are all 
likely to contribute to suicide (234).  
Generally speaking, the direct reason for Edna’s death is the leaving of Robert. 
However, by rereading the whole text and making an in-depth analysis, other factors 
are also found that lead to her destructive ending, including the internal cause (Edna’s 
own personality) and the external cause (the perplexities in her awakening and the 
milieu in the patriarchal society).   
1.1 Perplexities in Edna’s Awakenings 
In The Awakening, the image of Edna is much ahead of her time for she rejects 
the inferior role assigned to her but pursues individuality and autonomy. Edna wants 
to quest for her own independence and happiness after awakening, even breaking the 
social code. But her behavior is not acceptable to the male-dominated society. 
Therefore, it is inevitable for her to face many perplexities and she is confused about 
what she should do. In the end, she fails to conquer the perplexities she is facing, thus 
comes to the sea and ends her own life.  
In this part, the process and the manifestations of Edna’s awakenings will be 
analyzed in detail so as to have a better understanding of the perplexities she is 
confronting. Generally, the most dominating perplexities that influence Edna include 
the perplexity about ethics and solitude.  
1.1.1 The Process and Manifestations of Edna’s Awakenings 
 In the process of her awakening, Edna realizes the significance of being a 
subject rather than an object, a complete individual self rather than anybody’s 
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